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“Should be on every teacher’s must-read list.” —sim rrefease
In Defense of Read-ploud by Steven Layne challenges and inspires teachers
af all grades and subjects to make the most of this essential literacy practice.
Intludes valuable tips on preparation, book selection, and how to read with
expression to engage students, Pr i o
Leadership

Watch your language: How to talk so teachers actually
i listen
By Kenneth MoKee and Bmily L. Dauis on March 17th, 2015 | Comnents £0)

As part of SmartBrief Education’s coverage of eduecational
leadership, we've teamed with ASCD te share Emerging
. Legders' houghts on key issues, These articles are written by
- educaiors, for educatfors.

Many of us have heard the Tom Peters quote: “Leaders don't create
" maore followers, they create moie leaders.” Oftentimes, the way we
M - create leaders is through the subtle and not-so-subtle ways that we
communicate. Whether you are an instruetional coach or another educator who sometimes
coaches teachers, your langnage is often your most effective fool for helping them grow, The
challenge, however, is lmowing how to talk so teachers will lister:,

Build a partnership

" Corching shouldn’t be an adversarial endeavor, but when coaching relationships fail, it is

often because the coach feels the need to tell the other person what to do. Successful coaches,
on the other hand, work hard to form parinerships with the teachers they coach. To do so,
they use a few deliberate coaching moves;

« Use the language of “we.” For example, instead of saying, “You should focus on student
voice in the classroom,” they might say, “We could start with looking at what students
say in smallt groups.”

» Utilize third points. Instead of telling the teacher what you saw or making suggestions
for strategics she should nse, try putting a third point, such as a ¢lassroom data set, the
teacher’s goals or an article in front of both of you as something to explore together.

These coaching moves may feel subtle, but they move the relationship from one that could
easily become "me vs. you” 1o that of i1s 43 a team. The result is a strong partnetship that the
teacher trusts will help him or her to try anything with the help of a thought{ul and supportive
colleague.

Master the art of questioning

Many of the struggles we have with communieation stem from jumping 1o conclusions. We
have all experfenced instances where what we believed we said and what the other person
believed they heard don’t align. Questioning improves communication because it allows usto
collect information in order to better understand others, Questioning plays an important rale
in coaching because it allows us to better understand what a teacher knows, believes and
thinks, We can then determine what the teacher needs and where we can most usefully enter
the conversation, For example, if a teacher states that a new practice doesn’t work, rather
than immediately glving advice or defending the practice, it may e better to say: “Tell me
more. Can you give me some examples?” In essence, this line of questioning places vou in a
partnership position where the two of you can work collaboratively to solve problems. In
addition, we should ask questions in objective ways. For example, when working with a
teacher, a question such as, “Where are you struggling?” can easily place the teacher on the
defensive. The question itsclf may imply that the teacher is iircompetent or at fault for a
situation, Refreming that question as, “Where are your students struggling?” can result in a
more open and productive discussion, It alse focuses the conversatinn on what's most
important — the progress of our students,
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Recognize the power dynamics )
literested in writhng for us?
An unspoken lssue that can impact our ability to connet with teachers is a faflure to Gllek hera for guest post guldelings

recognize power dynamics that may exist between ns, Most of us want to believe we are on
equal footing with teachers we coach and, as & result, we approach teachers from that stance,
What happens when we fail to recognize this power issue is that some teachers foel they
canmot say ho to or disagres with our suggestions. Teachers nod and agree, but no change
happens, This is frustrating for the coach and for the teacher, To avoid this challenge, we
need to: 1) notice and name the power Issue for ourselves and 2) eonscicusly frame
suggestions and feedback i open and inviting ways, For example, instead of suggesting one
specify strategy, tey saying “Here ave a few ideas 1 have seen others employ in this situation,
Might one of these work in your clagsroom?” The difference between the first and second
option 1s a sense of choice. It also empowers the teacher to be the expert on his or her class.
The difference may seem subtle but results in a significantly different outcome. Most of all,
avoid the phrase, “When I was a teacher, I....” or “What I do in this circumstance is...” which
suggests you know THE answer, The teacher’s keen awareness of the power dynamic leads
him to ned and agree even when he doesn’t because the teacher feels he can’t say, “That
doesn’t work for me,” as that would put him at odds with you. Recognizing the power
dgnamie and using language that encourages teacher autonomy will result in much more
fruitful eonversations,

Eliminate all-or-nothing statements

Time and time again, teachers say that their biggest pet peeve abeut school leaders is their wse
of “ali-or nothing” statements. As an llustration, during a staff meeting a school principal
miglit say, “No one is doing attendance accurately,” That statement is prebably not true.
Surely, sume teachers are doing it correctly, and they now fee! their thoroughness has gone
unnoticed, Others may not know how to take attendance correctly; however, the negative
comment makes themn afraid to ask for help, The same goes for all-or-nothing statements from
coaches and teacher-leaders ag well, A teacher leader, while collaborating with a colleague,
might say something like, “Morphology is the best way to teach voeabulary.” Although
morphology has many merits, the hest instruction depends on the students and the content,
All-or-nothing statements undermine the knowledge and skills of our teachers. In addition,
they can usually be proven wrong, which diseredits the school leader malking the statements
and discourages conversations that can improve the school as & whole.

Change happens one conversaticn at a time. But to make the most of these conversations,
educators working in a coaching role need to watch their language and talk so teachers will
listen.,

Kenneth McKee is g high-school literacy coach for Buncontbe County Schools in Asheuille,
N.C. His interests include teacher leadership, disciplinary literacies, and parinership
approaches to instructional codching. He is a 2014 ASCI Emerging Leader. Connect with
him on Mis blog (kennyemckee.com) or on Twitter (@kennyemekee),

Emily L. Davis, Ph.D., 15 the New Teacher Center Program Divector for Saria Cruz/Silicon
Valley New Teacher Project in California. She is the author of Making Mentoring Work as
well as numerous articles on high quatity induction, Emily s u 2014 ASCD Fmerging Leader.
Conrneet With her on Twitter {@merntorErmily).

If you enjoyed this article, join SmartBrief’s email list for more stories about education.
We gffer netwsletters covering educational leadership, math education and more.
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| cachers maintain a capacity for Jearn-
ing throughout their carcers, How-
ever, experience alone is not encugh
to pramote learning, Growth occuts
when teachers reflect on that experi-
ence and use higher-order chinking
¢ processes to plan, menitor, evaluate,
and modify educational rasks.

Coaching is & way to support teachers in assessing and
improving their practice, By engaging in rich, rigorous, and
reflective professional conversations with colleagues, teach-
ers can continue to develop and grow as they construct
meaning, teinvest their cognitive resources, and apply new
leaening.

Calibrating conversations are a way tc foster this type
of career-long, development and growth. Calibracing —
meaning to measure and attune petformance against an

www,learningforward.org

established standard -— is based on the assumption that a
teacher is a continuous learner looking to refine his or her
craft and, as a result, turns to other sources and rescarch to

improve personal practice.

TEACHING EXCELLENCE
Many descriptions of teaching excellence arc available.
All draw on the rich knowledge base about instruction.
Such lists of standards are usually caregorized into at least
six domains of inquiry, though frequently with different
terminology. They are:
1. What's worth learning? (Content knowledge)
2. What works in teaching? {(Pedagogy)
3. Whar factors influence student learning? (Knowl-
edge of students and how they tearn)
4. Who am I, and who am I becoming? {Self-know!-
edge)
5, Tow does the brain learn? (Knowledge of cognitive
processes of instruction)
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CALIBRATING CONVERSATIONS

STAGES _
Coach mediates by havmg the coachee:
1. Select a-'fc';cus.-r? L _
identify exis’tingj-levé}'_‘pf performance or placement
on a rubric and give supporting evidence.
Specify deéiré’d-p_ acem-ent, explore Qalpes_and beliefs,
and identify con'grU'énCé with desired placement,

Establish behavioral |nd|cators fornew pl
rubric or level of performance. .

Describe support needed to. get toa hlgher Ievel of
performance and-commit to action

. Reflect on the coachmg process explore refinements,
and explore ways of using this process on his or her
OW,

6. How are collegial interactions continually strength-
ened and enbanced? (Knowledge of collegial inter-
actions)

School or school districts might develop their own
standards based on their mission or beliefs. Schools may
adopr standards approved by the state, or they may use
descriptions of excellence based in instructional research
developed by Marzano, Danielson, Hattie, Saphier, Silver,
Tsui, or others. (See resources on p. 47.)

Calibrating conversations are designed to assist a staff
member in measuring his or her progress against an agreed-
upon standard to determine where his or her skill level
falls. Standards, test scores, and rubrics chat propose to
define teaching quality but are developed and impased
without the teacher’s involvement, comprehension, and
commirment lead to short-term, shallow resules and, ulti-
mately, to failure (Danielson & McGreal, 2000).

For insights ro be useful, they need o be generated
from within, not given to individuals as conclusions. In-

February 2015 | Vol. 36 No, 1

TOOLS

-+ Coach navigates the stages using these toofs:

1. Pause to atlow you and your partner time to think.
' Péraph'rase from time to time,

. Pose questions to specify thinking by asking, for
example, “Specifically, which area might you want to
focus on?” -

Pose questions to explore thinking by asking, for
example, “What are you awatre of in your students
that is causing you to move to a higher level of
performance?”

Pay close attention to your partner. Attend wuth your
mind andyourbody :

volving teachers in developing and applying these practices
promotes sell-managing, sell-monitoring, and self-modi-
fying — and provides a mental rchearsal prior to perfor-
mance.

CALIBRATING CONVERSATION

A calibrating conversation has six stages, each with a
specific purpose designed to support the coachee in reach-
ing objectives er goal(s) reflected in the standard. (See
above.) During the calibrating conversation, the coach uses
the basic teels of rapport, pausing, paraphrasing, posing
questions, and especially paraphrasing before questions to
stimulate the coachee’s thinking,

Flere are the stages of the calibrating conversation.

Select a focus.

The coach asks the coachee to decide on what aspect
of the standard he or she wants to focus. This is important,
given that most conmin a great deal of informacion, The se-

www.learningforward.org
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CALIBRATING: A THIRD-
POINT CONVERSATION

he document being

used in the calibrating
conversation becomes what
is called a third point in
the communication. The
third point serves as a focus
separate from each of the
parties in the conversation.

A conversation between

two people may signal a
difference in status (Rock,
2009) — with one person as
evaluator or judge and the

other being
judged. Ina
third-point
conversation,
however, the
data — for
instance, the
standards
rubric — is set in a position
that both parties can cbserve
free of judgment.

The value of designating
a third point is that both
parties can refer to it in an
impersonal way. The third
point dees not belong to

either party;
it is simply
a reference
point for the
conversation.
Physically
referencing
the third
point in a space off to the
side between the parties
orovides a psychologically
safe place for information
and depersonalizes ideas.
Thus, placement of the
conversational focus creates
a wiangle, either literally or

referentially, keeping the
conversational container
psychologically safe
{(Wellman, 2009).
Establishing a visible
“third point” for the
conversation increases
psychological safery for the
teacher by shifting the focus
to the data and promotes
conversations about the
factors producing positive
results and what may be
causing any perceived
performance gaps (Grinder,

1997).

lected focus should be one that can be addressed in the amount
of time scheduled for the conversation. The coach might ask,
“On what aspect of the standard would you like to focus to-
day?” or “What aspect of the standard is of interest to you for
today’s conversation?”

Identify existing level of performance or placementon a
rubric and give supporting evidence.

"The coach is interested in finding out where the coachee
sees himself or herself on the document, The coach poses ques-
tions to specify thinking in order for the coachee o be clear
abour the data that supports his or her sclf-assessment. Ques-
rions the coach might ask include:

*  “Where do you see yourself currently?”

*  “What might be some examples of how that plays out

for you?”

* “What do you see in your students’ performance that

leads you to sce yourself here?”

Specify desired placement, explore values and beliefs, and
identify congruence with desired placement.

The coach asks the coachee where he or she would like to
be. This supports the coachee in establishing 2 goal or objec-
cive roward which he or she wants o move. The coach might
ask, “Ac what level of competence would you like to be on this
behaviot?”

This stage is designed to go to the deep structure of the
coachee’s thinking to validate the importance of the desired
placement. The coach is interested in raising the coachee’s con-
sciousness about the importance of the desired placement. The
coach might ask:

*  “What might be some of the values motivating you ro

46 )50 | wwwlearningforward.org

reach this fevel?”

»  “What makes this important to you?”

+  “How do you want to see your students performing
when you reach this fevel?”

+  “What would you need to tell yourself ...?

Establish behavioral indicators for new placement.

“The coach is interested in having the coachee envision him-
self doing what he aspires to do. The coachee should be specific
in identifying what it looks, feels, and souads like to achieve the
level he desires. The coach might ask:

*  “YWhat might students notice that's different abour you

when you are performing at this level?”

*  “What might this change cause students to do differ-

ently?”

*  “What might it look and sound like when you reach

that level?”

*  “What might be some examples?”

°*  “By when do you want to achieve that?”

Describe support needed to get to a higher level of
performance and commit to action,

The coach is interested in having the coachee draw on his
or her resources to derermine whart it’s going to take to reach
the goal or desired placement. The coachee should identify what
support he or she will need to reach the goal. This support
might be in the form of strategies, materials, ot the support of
ather people.

Once support is described, the coachee should state what
he or she will do to implement the plan and the data collection
tool(s) that might be used. The coach mighe ask:

*  “What might be some resources you will need to reach

February 2015 | Vol.36No.1




Check your gauges

this level?”
* “What might it take for you to apply these strategies?”
*  “What kind of help might be useful to you?”
¢ “What is the most powerful step you might take?”
*  “As you implement your plan, what will you be aware
of w know it is working?”
*  “What data collection toal(s) might be helpful to you?”

Reflect on the coaching process, explore refinements, and
explore ways of using this process.on your own,

In this stage, the coach asks the coachee te reflect on the
conversation in which he or she just engaged. The intent is to
give the coachee the opportunity to identify what was helpful
and what supported thinking and to raise to conscicusness the
process of sell-calibrating. The coach might ask:

*  “How has this conversation been helpful to you?”

*  “How has this conversation supported your thinking?”

*  “Where are you now in your thinking compared to
where you were when we started?”

*  “Given your desire for continuing improvement, how
might the process that we engaged in today assist you
in doing this on your own?”

*  “How might you use this same process when I'm not
wich you?”

CONTINUQUS LEARNING

Based on the assumption that professional teachers are con-
stantly searching for ways to improve their craft, standards criginat-
ing from external sources can be a source of continuous learning,

By supporting self-directed learning, assisting teachers in
gauging current performance with aspirations as noted on lo-
cally developed statements of excellence or adopted standards or
fubrics from other sources, the calibrating conversation embod-
tes the values and goals of self-directed learning which, in turn,
translates into instructional processes with students as well.

REFERENCES

Danielson, C. & McGreal, T. (2000). Teacher evaluation
1w enhance professional praciice. Alexandria, YA: ASCD.

Grinder, M, (1997). The science of nonverbal
communication. Battleground, WA: Michael Grinder and
Associates.

Rock, D, (2009). Your brain at work: Sivasegies for
overcoming distraction, regaining focus, and working smarter all
day long. New York, NY: HarperCollins.

Wellmar, B. (2009). Learning-focused supervision:
Naviguting difficult conversations. Guiford, VT: MiraVia.

Arthur L. Costa (artcosta@aol.com) and Robert J.
Garmston (fabobg@gmail.com) are emeritus professors at
California State University, Sacramento. &

February 2015 | Vol. 36 No.1

RESOURCES
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